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The Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), a UN agency based in
Santiago, Chile, released its Social Panorama of Latin America 2001-2002 report on Nov. 7, which
confirms that Latin America is losing ground in its effort to reduce poverty and hunger in the region.
Among the most frequently cited causes are globalization, farm subsidies in rich countries, and the
increasing gap between rich and poor.
The ECLAC report says that poverty has persisted in Latin America and now affects 214 million
people, 43% of the region's population of more than 500 million, and 18.6% of the population is
living in misery. Between 1997 and 2001, little or no improvement occurred in people's standard of
living, and the number of poor in the region grew by more than 10 million.
The ECLAC report says the severe economic crisis in the region made the situation more difficult
in the last two years. It says that "more sluggish economies and more volatile growth caused
unemployment to rise and hampered progress or even brought regression in income distribution,"
pushing poverty up. The country that contributed most to the overall deterioration was Argentina,
where poverty expanded by 5.6% in the period studied.
ECLAC predicts that, by the end of this year, the number of poor will increase in Venezuela,
Paraguay, and Uruguay, pushing the overall rate to 44%. "It would not be an exaggeration to say
that the Latin American population has seen itself affected again by this 'lost half-decade,'" said the
report. In the 1980s, called the "lost decade" in Latin America, the foreign-debt crisis wreaked havoc
on the region.
ECLAC executive secretary Jose Antonio Ocampo said no country in the region has made significant
progress toward the goal of reducing poverty set at the UN Millennium Summit in September 2000.
The world's governments pledged to reduce global poverty by half by 2015. "To achieve the goals
of the UN Millennium Summit in poverty reduction, economic growth and income redistribution
toward the poorer sectors must occur," said the ECLAC chief. He said governments must recognize
that overcoming poverty will not occur through GDP growth alone, but must also entail a better
distribution of the resources obtained.
Latin America suffers the greatest gap between rich and poor in the world. ECLAC suggests that
"progressive redistribution of income" would allow economic growth to quickly improve the poorest
population's living standard and achieve poverty-reduction goals. The agency urges governments
"to take advantage of the relatively slim margin for action that they have to encourage improved
income distribution." Ocampo said ECLAC estimates that, by the end of 2002, poverty will increase
by nearly 7 million people, of which nearly 6 million will be indigent.
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The ECLAC report also cites a need to improve educational opportunities, as 37% of the region's
adolescents drop out of school. In most countries, the highest dropout rates occur in the first year of
middle school, largely among low-income students, which reinforces the cycle of social inequalities.
Honduras and Guatemala have the highest rates of urban school dropouts, while Bolivia and Chile
have the lowest.
The number of people trained in high-tech areas is not enough to confront the demands of rapid
restructuring of the productive sector and of technological changes. But the report also cites
evidence of labor's inability to absorb more workers with more technical or professional training.

Agriculture ministers look at hunger
A few days after the ECLAC report was released, Latin American officials met at the Inter-American
Development Bank (IDB) in Washington at a UN-sponsored forum on hunger. Agriculture officials
from Costa Rica, Guatemala, Mexico, Colombia, and other Latin American countries blamed US and
European Union (EU) trade barriers and subsidies for compounding poverty and hunger in rural
areas of their countries, citing as an example the drop in export prices of coffee to 50% a pound.
"We can't compete with the treasury of other countries," Costa Rica's Agriculture Minister Rodolfo
Coto Pacheco said.
Blame also went to international lending agencies that favor loans to agribusiness rather than to
poor rural farmers. Such policies directly affected the 54 million people in the region the UN says
are malnourished. Parallel to the Millennium Summit's goal for reducing extreme poverty, the UN
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) had set of goal of cutting world hunger in half by 2015.
FAO director general Jacques Diouf said poor countries have made efforts to boost food production,
but improving access to agricultural markets is the key to easing hunger. "Unless we reach out
to those who grow crops, who raise animals, or who fish, I don't think we will be able to devise
anything that is effective," Diouf said. Developed nations provide US$360 billion a year in farm
subsidies, Diouf said. If they cut those subsidies by 7% a year, the goal of reducing hunger could be
reached. As Latin nations strive to fit into the world economy, Diouf said, they find themselves in
"the paradoxical situation" of having farm-based economies that consume ever-greater quantities of
imported grains.
When countries channel most of their resources to export sectors such as coffee and sugar they
often "neglect the sector that is producing food for the poor," he said. "That is what has happened in
many countries." Even in countries with fertile land, undernourishment is increasingly common. "In
Guatemala, 42% of the children under the age of 5 suffer from chronic malnutrition," said J. Michael
Deal, deputy assistant administrator for the US Agency for International Development (USAID).
Diouf criticized international development banks and donor countries for cutting assistance for
agricultural and rural-development programs in developing countries by 50% since 1990. "In many
[international] financial institutions, it's easier to prepare a pipeline of projects in roads, in ports, in
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energy, in building hotels than in dealing with rural development that would address the problems
of hundreds of millions of people scattered around the world," Diouf said.
Joint effort to reduce poverty In a direct effort to combat poverty, in mid-July, the Catholic Church
and the UN Children's Fund (UNICEF) met at UNICEF regional headquarters in Panama to extend
their agreement to work together to reduce poverty in the region. Representatives from both
institutions warned about the growing inequality in Latin America and the Caribbean, where
globalization has made the region and its children poorer.
"Latin America and the Caribbean have suffered a great deal from the changes brought about by
globalization, and, as a result, the poor are poorer and the rich are richer," said Colombian Bishop
Jorge Jimenez Carvajal, president of the Latin American bishops conference (Consejo Episcopal
Latinoamericano, CELAM). Jimenez Carvajal and Per Engebak, regional director of UNICEF, signed
an agreement extending their joint programs until 2004. The bishop said economic policies have
worsened poverty in the region. "It would be naive to say that we could end globalization, so the
great challenge and effort of Latin American and the Caribbean must be to globalize solidarity as
has been done with money and the economy," he said.
Engebak recognized achievements in the last decade such as eradicating polio and providing greater
access to primary education, but he said great challenges remain, including the need for a more
equitable distribution of wealth.
Salvadoran Auxiliary Bishop Gregorio Rosa Chavez decried the tendency of governments, under
demands of globalization, to set aside the obligations to their people, especially the poorest. "The
states need to reassume their role of looking out for the common good," he said. "In Latin America,
the tendency is for the state to turn a deaf ear to the needs of the people as when basic services such
as education and health are privatized." Under the joint agreement, the priorities for the next two
years will be to develop activities to promote the rights of children and work with people with AIDS,
with an emphasis on children orphaned because of the disease.
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